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Introduction

1.
Stress has come to be a dominant marker of the contemporary era. Owing to the rapid changes in human life, human beings have to face stress on multiple levels and of varying degrees and intensity. Greenberge & Baroon (2003) have defined stress as a severe emotional reaction to an internal or external change. It includes physiological, emotional and personal response to any stimulus. According to Thawabieh & Qaisey (2012) , stress refers to a situation in which an individual is unable to manage with problematic issues and over loading tasks and as a result, has to face physical and psychological hyper tension. Professionals from various areas consider stress as an illness of contemporary society and it has a great influence on communication, behaviour and performance of people. In the view of Sayiner (2006) , stress is a physiological response towards external and internal demands. Stress is physiological reaction against an obvious threat and also a state of fear stimulation and anxiety owing to certain conditions (Pinel 2003) which can lead to depression and anxiety (Sarafino, 2002) .
According to the study of Redhwan, Sami, Karim, Chan & Zaleha (2009) , causes of stress or stressors are not reasons for stress but it is an insight and emotional reaction of every person. University students have to face very demanding circumstances during their university lifespan. The studies conducted by Misra & Ranjita (2000) ; Baltas & Baltas (2000) revealed that students who assume suitable stress management strategies have lesser level of psychological disruption. Thus, developing stress management skills could be very beneficial for university students in their early university year.
The current research has examined the level of stress during exams and explored causes of exam stress among Pakistani university students and also suggested some counteractive strategies that can be used to reduce exam stress for the improvement of academic performance.
Literature Review 2.
Stress is a normal human behaviour but if it surpasses to a great extent it could become a problem and could be very hazardous. The chief noticeable indications of stress in students before they take an exam consist of less appetite and sleep, food cravings and sweaty palms. However, these do not constitute an alarming situation harmful if a person experiencing such symptoms. Existing literature has discovered that stress is the chief factor of low performance of students as some students complain that their minds go blank during examinations (Latifa & Safan, 2012) . This study has brought within its purview the major sources of stress as enunciated below;
Sources of Stress
Sayiner (2006) identified two main sources of stress in his study these are:
Environmental Factors
Environmental factors which cause stress include economic, environmental, political and technical uncertainties.
Individual Factors
Due to individual differences for instance personality, economic conditions and family background the type and level of stress differs in every individual. According to Baltas & Baltas (2000) , social support, perception, hostility and locus of control are individual factors of stress. Various studies have analysed the causes and factors of exam stress confronted by students like Hamaideh (2011) investigated stress its causes and reactions thus computing them against various factors through a research study on university students.
Gender and demographic factors such as urban and rural background of students can also cause stress in students (Tajularipin, Vizata & Saifuddin, 2009 ). According to Laurence, Williams & Eiland (2009) major depression indications in students include fear of exams, failures and low level of self-esteem during leisure activities. In this context, Wong, Cheung, Chan & Tang (2006) conducted an online survey study and identified moderate and severe levels of stress, anxiety and depression in first year university students. In recent years exam stress has become an emerging and critical problem for university students. Exam stress can disturb students' learning and their test performance but higher level of stress may even cause illness (Scot, 2008) .
In the view of Zeidner (1998), anxiety and exam stress are intellectual and emotional reaction of an individual due to the fear of adverse consequences. Mayya, Rao & Ramnarayan (2004) stated difficult syllabus and improper instructional methods are the key reasons behind stress among students because they have to maintain their academic performance. Therefore, when they think themselves unfit to perform according to any self-imposed or externally required criterion, they come under stress. Likewise, personal and family oriented issues also lead to exam stress.
Mc Donald (2001) identified the most common reasons of stress like poor study habits, lack of exam preparation and organization, the failure to adjust time and studying a night before an exam. Getting worried about competition and anticipated results, past performances in exams, academic probation are also some other reasons of test anxiety in students. This stress can be severe if the past experiences, performances and beliefs of student are not good. Eggen & Kauchak (1999) viewed identification of prompting factors, causes of academic performance and achievement of students as a key goal of educational researchers. Majority of researchers have viewed exam stress as a chief factor disturbing learners' academic performance (Musch & Broder, 1999) . Managing time is a dynamic factor for academic accomplishment in university students. Mostly, university students have very busy timetables because they have to attend classes, meet deadlines for assignments, exam preparation, along with co-curricular, social and personal activities. Inability of time management and making a balance in all activities is the chief source of stress for university students (Zeidner, 1998) . Variation in blood pressure is also a common indication during stress. Moreover, one may also notice an effect on hormonal and immune systems of the human body under emotional pressure stemming from test anxiety. Numerous psychological studies have also reported a high stress level in females during exams as compared to their male counterparts.
According to Barlett (1998) , stress intensely affects mental and emotional health of a person. Stress also induces stomach instability that can cause ulcer (Ogden, 2000) . In the context of Pakistani society, parents and teachers have a potential assertiveness of laying pressure on students for getting good grades in an exam. This condition can be very intimidating for students if they fail to meet the anticipations of parents, teachers and the society in general. Thus, academic success causes high degree of stress in students (Fariza, 2005) . Mates & Alisson (1992) proposed suitable instructional and learning approaches to decrease stress among students. They stated that such kind of a curriculum that emphasizes only on academic achievement should be revised to prevent stress in students. Sansgiry, Bhosle & Sail (2006) also suggested that attitude modification of students, fostering the ability to envisage success, positive thinking and anticipations, planned and proper exam preparation can be very helpful to control exam stress and anxiety.
Examinations are frequently used to appraise the academic ability of the students in university's education system. Instructors are, however, cognizant of the fact that it is a matter of deep stress for university students and has adverse effects on their academic achievement. A high level of stress can be harmful to students' academic success. Such types of examinations do not measure students' genuine knowledge and abilities. There should be some other less stressful ways to evaluate students' and talents abilities.
Parsons (2008) conducted a survey on university students and discovered exam stress as a major problem for students. It is further marked by various studies that stress is the most common problem in lower ability students. Moreover, lack of preparation for exams is another reason behind anxiety in students; however, such kind of students should not be provided much sympathy.
Symptoms of stress can be examined in students during examinations. Some students complain of their minds becoming blank and vacuous. Some stressed out students tend to ask too many questions from the examiner, wasting time to write the perfect answer, feeling unwell, asking to defer the exam etc. These are some of the signs that can be observed during examinations. An overview of the existing literature also shows some other indications of stress like feeling anxious, gazing into space, working too fast but wrongly, working very slowly but properly, postponing assignments, depression over past failures, procrastination in studies and feeling helpless over an uncertain future. Some physiological indications can also be observed like increased respiration and heartbeats, heightened muscle tension, blood pressure and gastric discomfort (Parson, 2008) .
However, some anxiety alleviation tactics devised on the part of the teacher can monumentally help in managing stress. A proper division of marks vis-à-vis the weightage assigned to assignments and the final projects, attempting practice questions before the final examination and assessment, confidence building measures, reflective activities, inculcating skills for managing exam questions, proceeding from easy to complex difficulty level, providing sufficient choice in the question paper, allowing ample time for exam, projects and assignments can alleviate test anxiety among students. Some universities like Stanford University, University of Maryland School of Medicine, Georgetown University and University of Massachusetts Medical School introduced anxiety and stress reduction exercises for students to lessen stress and focused on enhancing stress management skills. A longitudinal study conducted by Paul, Elam & Verhulst (2007) on university students suggested deep breathing meditation technique as a powerful tool for stress alleviation.
Research Methodology 3.
Objectives
The current research has been undertaken to assess the causes and level of exam stress among university students of Pakistan and to suggest remedial procedures for both students and faculty members to overcome exam stress for a better academic performance.
Population and Sampling
The students enrolled in different programs in all public universities of Pakistan where semester system is followed constituted the population of this study. Through convenient sampling technique 450 students studying at bachelors and masters level in public sector universities of Islamabad were selected for data collection.
Research Instrument
The instrument for the study was developed by the researcher after thorough study of pertinent literature accessible to her. It comprised of 2 parts: one measuring the level of exam stress containing 68 statements related to their feelings during the exams and the other part assessing the causes of this stress containing 41 items covering 10 variables, which included;
1. Improper teaching methods 2. Difficult syllabus 3. Inability to manage time 4. Past performance 5. Competition, anticipated result and fear of failure 6. Course Load 7. Family and society expectations 8. Financial position 9. Lack of exam preparation/ study habits and 10. Poor physical and emotional health The options given for each item were Never, Rarely, Some Times, Often, and Very Often. The students were supposed to mark the most relevant choice according to their personal judgments. The collected data were then fed into SPSS version 15 for analysis. The data were analyzed by computing Descriptive Statistics (Frequency, Percentage, Mean and Std. Deviation).
Analysis Result 4.
Level of Exam Stress among University Students
The analysis of level of exam stress was based on percentages students experiencing each level of stress. There are 5 categories of exam stress named as low, low to moderate, moderate, moderate to high and high level of stress. Table 1 demonstrates data about exam stress of students. The data is dividing the whole group of students in five groups according to their level of stress. In the top and lower group the number of students is equal, that is 33 (7.3 %) students in both groups. In the second and forth group the number of students 132 and 111 (29.3 and 24.7 %) respectively. Majority of the students 141 (31.3%) students lie in the middle group. It reveals that most of students fall in the "moderate level" of stress followed by "low to moderate level". The analysis reveals that the situation of students appeals consideration on the part of students, teachers and administrators.
Causes of Exam Stress among University Students
The second part of the questionnaire was related to causes of exam stress among university students. Analysis was done by calculating mean and standard deviation. Table 2 shows data about improper teaching method. The statistics shows that majority of the students cannot pay attention in class. Table 3 Shows that students sometimes felt that their course was difficult and they were unable to understand different concepts of the syllabus. Table 4 shows that majority of the students felt inability to manage their time and often cannot find enough time for exercise/activities. Table 5 shows that majority of the students sometimes come late in the class, have poor participation in class discussion, have poor previous results, have fear of attending such activity or participation based classes and unable to perform well in exams. The most dominating indicator related to past performance which causes stress is inability of students to perform well in exams. Table 6 shows that majority of the students are suffering from lack of self-confidence and they are frightened by hearing the announcement of a test. Table 7 shows that majority of the students feel the need for tuition and they have too many assignments to do. Table 8 shows that students claim that their parents rarely expect high grades from them. So family expectations are not stress enhancers. Table 9 shows that majority of the students often face financial problems. They have face financial problems to pay basic expenses less pocket money and their parents control all of their expenses. Table 10 shows that majority of the students study during exams or one night before exams and they are unable to complete exam preparation till end or the start of exams. Table 11 shows that majority of the students lost weight during exams, their sleeping habits got changed during exams and they felt depression. Table 12 illustrates the variable indicating the causes of exam stress. Mean values show that financial factors, course Load, difficult syllabus, past performance, competition, anticipated result, fear of failure, lack of exam preparation/study habits and poor physical and emotional health are the most important stress factors in students life.
Discussion and Recommendations 5.
As the results of study revealed that most of students fall in the "moderate level" of stress followed by "moderate to high level", so this situation of students requires consideration on the part of students, teachers and administrators. The researcher has identified few techniques to manage stress and test anxiety like students may be taught time management techniques and acquisition of clarity of concepts during the academic sessions. Moreover, teacher assistance is of mandatory importance in enabling the students to develop conceptual clarity. Teaching techniques need to be modified so that the students receive guidance while simultaneously developing an independent learning. Mentoring is necessary for channelizing them in the right direction. Majority of the students cannot pay attention in class which requires consideration on the part of both students and teachers. The syllabus may be made comprehendible and interesting using different teaching techniques and strategies. Students have also shown concern about their inability to manage their time and often cannot find enough time for exercise/activities which is a special feature of semester system for which special orientation may be arranged and students may be guided more about managing their time according to demands of their learning, which in turn would be enhancing their ability to perform well in exams. Another important concern of students is transition from annual system to semester system and majority of the students study during exams or one night before exams and they are unable to complete exam preparation till end or the start of exams so there is a need to transform their study habits according to demands of semester system.
